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To help autistic students succeed in college, librarians must understand these students’ challenges and strengths. In this
article, we discuss ways librarians can use Universal Design for Learning to help autistic students use their special interests to develop
information literacy skills.
We approach this from the standpoints of neurodiversity and functional diversity, taking the view that neurological
differences such as autism, as well as other variations in physical and cognitive functioning, are normal and natural aspects of human
diversity. We believe that autistic people can thrive in academic settings with appropriate support, and that making space within
higher education for students with diverse sets of skills and abilities benefits everyone.
The autistic population is diverse: each individual has unique abilities, support needs, and life experiences. Generally,
autistic people have differences in sensory perception, motor coordination, and/or cognitive processing that significantly limit their
capacity to participate in conventional forms of communication and social interaction. For example, many autistic people experience
heightened sensitivity to sensory stimuli; therefore fluorescent lighting, ambient noise, and other environmental factors can make it
harder for autistic students to use the library, ask for research assistance, and participate in learning activities.
It is not always possible for librarians to know whether students are autistic. Some may not even have received formal
autism diagnoses. Therefore, we advocate for universal design as the ideal strategy for addressing the learning needs of everyone:
all autistic students and the broader population.

UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING
Universal design is an approach to design that centers disabled people’s needs, thus benefiting everyone. For example, curb
cuts aid wheelchair users, but are also convenient for others, such as people pushing strollers. Another example was encountered by
Emily when she was helping students use Read&Write, a literacy support software program that lets students hear course materials
read aloud. This is beneficial to visually impaired people, students with learning or physical disabilities, English language learners,
and even students who want to listen to MP3s of course readings during commutes.
In education, universal design has been developed into a framework called Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which
includes three core principles:
•

Multiple means of presentation involves presenting information in multiple ways, such as text, speech, images, etc.
Learners perceive and organize information differently, so this ensures that the message gets through.

•

Multiple means of action and expression involves giving students options for demonstrating understanding or
participating in learning activities. This also involves structuring the overall environment to facilitate various approaches
to learning and planning assessment so that students have multiple ways to demonstrate skills.
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•

Multiple means of engagement acknowledges the importance of knowing what motivates students—their passions and
interests—and what kinds of environments and activities present challenges.

The key to UDL is flexibility, since learners have different needs, which are influenced by learning environments. Understanding
those needs can help us create a welcoming environment for students with disabilities.
Libraries are excellent spaces for implementing UDL, because they provide resources enabling diverse learners to engage
in various learning activities. However, mechanically implementing the principles of UDL is not enough. We need a paradigm shift
away from the idea that librarians are “experts” who provide information, while students passively receive that information. Rather,
true learning is a collaborative process wherein both librarian and student are active participants. To understand this, we consider
two theories: Jaeger and Burnett’s theory of information worlds and Dervin’s theory of sense-making. Together, these theories
provide a conceptual model of the learning process in a way that is appropriate for working with autistic students.

INFORMATION WORLDS AND SENSE-MAKING
Jaeger and Burnett’s theory of information worlds synthesizes two different concepts: Chatman’s idea of “small worlds”
and Habermas’s idea of the “lifeworld.” According to information worlds theory, information behavior is shaped by interactions at
multiple levels, from the “small worlds” of family and friends to the larger worlds of institutions and societies (Burnett & Jaeger,
2011, p. 162). Everyone’s small world is different, but they overlap and information can pass from one to another. Information
behavior, including whether people perceive a need for information, is shaped by factors at each level (Burnett & Jaeger, 2011, p.
175). Individuals participate in information worlds in diverse ways, but everyone’s information world is shaped and influenced by
others.
Unfortunately, people are often expected to know how to navigate information worlds that are foreign to their everyday life
experiences. To address this issue, Brenda Dervin created her Sense-Making methodology to study information behavior at the level
of the individual. The Sense-Making approach traces a person’s path through time and space as they pursue particular goals,
potentially coming into contact with multiple information worlds. According to Dervin (1999), people seek information as part of
an ongoing “struggle to see self, others, reality, the social world” that involves oscillating between “moments of confusion and
insight” (pp. 733-744). Confusion happens when an individual perceives a gap between their current knowledge and what they need
to know in order to progress. Sense-Making looks at how the individual tries to bridge these gaps, and the extent to which these
decisions advance or hinder movement toward their goals. In library settings, Sense-Making reveals how information and resources
people encounter through the library are rarely sought as ends in themselves, but rather serve to bridge gaps between people and
their goals.

HELPING AUTISTIC PEOPLE MAKE SENSE OF NEW INFORMATION WORLDS
A popular stereotype is that autistic people “live in their own world.” However, the theory of information worlds reveals
that everyone lives within their own distinct “worlds” that have been shaped by participation in particular information environments.
In addition, Sense-Making demonstrates how an individual makes sense of the world around them in their own way for their own
reasons. Therefore, everyone’s perspectives are necessarily limited to the scope of the information worlds they know, and each
person will experience alternating states of confusion and clarity as they attempt to expand the boundaries of their “known world”
(what we have referred to here as their “homeworld”).
Learning, then, involves bridging gaps between a learner’s “homeworld” and the information worlds that are as yet
unfamiliar. One way to help autistic people to do this is by connecting new information to their special interests—topics about which
they are especially passionate and knowledgeable. Often, an autistic person’s special interests will have significantly shaped their
own self-concept and understanding of the world. Special interests can be the key to helping autistic students succeed academically;
with a little creativity, most special interests can be tied to academic coursework. Furthermore, learning about special interests is a
source of joy and satisfaction for autistic people, which gives librarians an invaluable opportunity to teach information literacy skills
in a meaningful way.
We have both experienced the power of special interests in our lives. Emily, who has some autistic traits, has a special
interest in the band They Might Be Giants. In middle school, Emily used the library to find articles about them which, in the 1990s,
meant using the card catalog, print indexes, and microforms. This was engaging and rewarding because it allowed Emily to learn as
much as possible about her favorite topic.
Since age 12, Skyler has had a special interest in the Animorphs books, which are about teenagers who become animals to
fight an alien invasion. Animorphs became a bridge from Skyler’s childhood interests—reading, creative writing, and stories about
animals—to new interests, like science fiction, physics, and astronomy. As a teenager, Skyler planned to go into aerospace
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engineering and went on to study engineering for three years in college. In this way, Animorphs helped Skyler bridge many gaps
between information worlds.
For several reasons, librarians are well-situated to help autistic students explore their special interests, connect them to their
studies, and use them to develop social and professional skills. First, many librarians are subject generalists, so no matter what a
student’s interest is, a librarian will be able to help them explore it. Second, librarians aren’t typically grading students, so there is
less reason for students to feel anxious when interacting with them. Third, librarians are often present throughout the student’s
college career, allowing them to build relationships with students over time and becoming trusted and familiar figures. This is helpful
for autistic students, who may find it easier to communicate with people who have familiar communication styles and speech patterns.

THE MAP
As an adult, Skyler also has special interests in educational theory and developmental psychology. Thus, they created a map
to illustrate the process of moving from familiar information homeworlds to new information (“alien worlds”).

Figure 1: Map Illustrating the Distance between Familiar Information World that Makes Sense and New Information
World that Does Not Make Sense

As discussed earlier, people make sense of the world by working to bridge the gap between the limits of their “known
world” and whatever additional information might help them pursue their goals. As librarians, we can help students bridge this gap,
but we cannot do so by simply “dropping” new information into that gap and expecting them to know what to do with it. As Dervin
(1983) points out, people are not “empty baskets” into which “bricks” of information can be thrown (p. 160).
Unfortunately, in our experience, this is how many educators try to teach autistic people—through ableist educational
practices that focus on telling students what they are expected to do, without helping them understand why they should do things that
way or what doing so would accomplish. As a result, autistic people learn to produce the “right” information or behavior, but not
how to develop agency or critical thinking skills.
Moreover, autistic people often don’t know how to ask questions to get clarification. If the student doesn’t ask questions or
acts as though they understand, educators may assume they understand more than they do. To further complicate matters, going
through the motions and performing what is considered appropriate or expected behavior can be a survival skill for autistic people.
They may feel that asking questions will frustrate people, so faking understanding avoids that potentially stressful situation.
When educators try to drop knowledge into the gap, two things can happen. Either the student will become overwhelmed
or they simply may not absorb the information in a meaningful way. An autistic person’s cognitive processing systems can easily
become overloaded, affecting their capacity to learn and their ability to navigate everyday life.
One of the reasons librarian-student relationship-building is important is that it is easier to recognize the signs of cognitive
overload in someone you know. An autistic person who is feeling overwhelmed may exhibit delayed responses, rocking, or other
stimming behavior. All behavior is communication, and we can learn to read students’ behavior to understand their mental states.
When a student shows signs of being overwhelmed, step back and offer them an opportunity to retreat and recharge. Write down or
email the information the student needs for the moment so that they can come back later.
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Even under ideal conditions, learning takes time and energy. To make sure that students are able to travel to new worlds
without burning out, we need “fueling stations”—opportunities for the student to successfully connect new information to old.
According to Piaget’s scheme theory, learning involves building schemes, or mental structures used to organize information.
Learners build unique schemes and revise them in the light of new information (Michalak, 2018). We construct new schemes by
discovering patterns of sensorimotor information through interaction with our environment. Successfully creating new schemes
refuels learners and boosts confidence to continue exploring new territory. When schemes accurately reflect current experiences and
predict future events, we are in a temporary state called cognitive equilibrium. When new experiences are not accounted for by our
schemes, we enter a state of cognitive disequilibrium. Equilibration is the process of going from equilibrium to disequilibrium and
back again, either by absorbing new ideas into our existing schemes (assimilation) or by changing the schemes to reflect that new
information (accommodation).

Figure 2: Map Showing the Process of Moving from Disequilibrium to Equilibrium and thus to New Schemes

Disequilibrium can be unsettling, so it’s necessary to balance challenge and comfort. Too much challenge results in
frustration, while too much comfort results in boredom. With the right balance, learners can experience a flow state: the satisfying
experience of being fully absorbed in a complex activity (Barrett, 2010). Flow activities provide opportunities for autonomous action
toward a meaningful goal with clear, immediate feedback.

Figure 3: The “Flow Channel”
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This creates what Csikszentmihalyi calls “the flow channel.” Learners move through this channel in the direction of
increasing complexity, as they become comfortable with taking on greater challenges. When learning, we want to try to stay within
the flow channel. Typically, there is some fluctuation between too much comfort and too much challenge (Barrett, 2010). As
librarians, we can facilitate the process of finding flow by helping students find “rest stops” (ways to creatively act on what they
know) and “course correctors” (ways to critically refine their work).

Figure 4: Map Depicting Flow Channel Including Challenges and Sources of Comfort

Creative action/expression involves questions like: “What do I want to do now? What new steps do I want to take toward
my goals?” We can facilitate this by providing opportunities for open-ended exploration in a structured environment; time, space,
and tools for self-expression, and by allowing students to synthesize details into a meaningful whole. Critical analysis involves
questions like: “How well did that work? What are the results of my choices?” We can facilitate this by showing students how their
approach is helping or not helping them achieve their goal and by enabling them to see things from different perspectives.
Maintaining a rhythm between creative expression and critical analysis facilitates flow. Learners experience enough discomfort to
grow and enough comfort to gain confidence.

AUTISTIC-FRIENDLY LEARNING UNIVERSES
Environments in which autistic people can potentially achieve flow in learning include makerspaces, Wikipedia Edit-athons, workshops focused on creative writing or storytelling, virtual learning environments, and one-on-one tutoring and research
help. In April 2018, SUNY Erie Community College held a Human Library event where one of the “books” was an autistic student.
Participating in this event gave the student a chance to share his story and his special interests with others, a valuable experience for
everyone involved. Such autistic-friendly “learning universes” can empower autistic students to explore new information worlds in
ways that work for them.
Librarians should also seek to develop collections in ways that meet autistic students’ needs, including literature by and for
autistic people. Librarians can encourage autistic students to make collection development suggestions; at SUNY Purchase College,
Emily met with an autistic students’ group every semester and distributed suggestion forms. Finally, librarians should educate
themselves and their colleagues about autism and neurodiversity. This includes awareness of alternative or augmentative
communication technologies and ensuring that learning materials and online resources are accessible and follow WCAG 2.0
guidelines.
Skyler has compiled an interactive resource guide at Autismacceptanceandadvocacy.blogspot.com. There, you’ll find
numerous resources to guide you through autistic people’s information worlds.
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